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Vatican Council II, Constitution on the Liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium, 4 December 1963 

1. This Sacred Council has several aims in view: it desires to impart an ever increasing vigor to the Christian 
life of the faithful; to adapt more suitably to the needs of our own times those institutions that are subject 
to change; to foster whatever can promote union among all who believe in Christ; to strengthen whatever 
can help to call the whole of humanity into the household of the Church. The Council therefore sees 
particularly cogent reasons for undertaking the reform and promotion of the liturgy.

7. To accomplish so great a work, Christ is always present in his Church, especially in its liturgical celebrations. 
He is present in the sacrifice of the Mass, not only in the person of his minister, “the same now offering, 
through the ministry of priests, who formerly offered himself on the cross,”1 but especially under the 
eucharistic elements. By his power he is present in the sacraments, so that when a man baptizes it is really 
Christ himself who baptizes.2 He is present in his word, since it is he himself who speaks when the holy 
Scriptures are read in the Church. He is present, lastly, when the Church prays and sings, for he promised: 
“Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Mt 18:20).

Christ always truly associates the Church with himself in this great work wherein God is perfectly glorified 
and the recipients are made holy. The Church is the Lord‘s beloved Bride who calls to him and through him 
offers worship to the eternal Father.

Rightly, then, the liturgy is considered as an exercise of the priestly office of Jesus Christ. In the liturgy, 
by means of signs perceptible to the senses, human sanctification is signified and brought about in ways 

1 Council of Trent, Session 22: Doctrine on the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, ch. 2.
2 Cf. St. Augustine, Tractatus in Ioannem VI, ch. 1, n. 7.
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proper to each of these signs; in the liturgy the whole public worship is performed by the Mystical Body of 
Jesus Christ, that is, by the Head and his members.

From this it follows that every liturgical celebration, because it is an action of Christ the Priest and of his 
Body which is the Church, is a sacred action surpassing all others; no other action of the Church can equal 
its effectiveness by the same title and to the same degree. 

8. In the earthly liturgy we take part in a foretaste of that heavenly liturgy which is celebrated in the holy city 
of Jerusalem toward which we journey as pilgrims, where Christ is sitting at the right hand of God, Minister 
of the holies and of the true tabernacle;3 we sing a hymn to the Lord‘s glory with the whole company of 
heaven; venerating the memory of the saints, we hope for some part and fellowship with them; we eagerly 
await the Savior, our Lord Jesus Christ, until he, our life, shall appear and we too will appear with him in 
glory.4

10. Still, the liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; at the same time it 
is the fount from which all the Church‘s power flows. For the aim and object of apostolic works is that all 
who are made children of God by faith and baptism should come together to praise God in the midst of his 
Church, to take part in the sacrifice, and to eat the Lord’s Supper.

The liturgy in its turn moves the faithful, filled with “the paschal sacraments,” to be “one in holiness”;5 it 
prays that “they may hold fast in their lives to what they have grasped by their faith”;6 the renewal in the 
eucharist of the covenant between the Lord and his people draws the faithful into the compelling love of 
Christ and sets them on fire. From the liturgy, therefore, particularly the eucharist, grace is poured forth 
upon us as from a fountain; the liturgy is the source for achieving in the most effective way possible human 
sanctification and God‘s glorification, the end to which all the Church‘s other activities are directed.

14. The Church earnestly desires that all the faithful be led to that full, conscious, and active participation in 
liturgical celebrations called for by the very nature of the liturgy. Such participation by the Christian people 
as a “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a redeemed people” (1 Pt 2:9, 4-5) have a right and 
duty by reason of their baptism.

In the reformation and promotion of the liturgy, the full and active participation by all the people is the 
aim to be considered before all else. For it is the primary and indispensable source from which the faithful 
are to derive the true Christian spirit and therefore pastors must zealously strive in all their pastoral work to 
achieve such participation by means of the necessary instruction.

Yet it would be futile to entertain any hopes of realizing this unless, in the first place, the pastors themselves 
become thoroughly imbued with the spirit and power of the liturgy and make themselves its teachers. 
A prime need, therefore, is that attention be directed, first of all, to the liturgical formation of the clergy. 
Wherefore the Council has decided to enact what follows.

26. Liturgical services are not private functions, but are celebrations belonging to the Church, which is “the 
sacrament of unity,” namely, the holy people united and organized under their bishops.7

3 Cf. Apoc. 21:2; Col. 3:1; Heb. 8:2.
4 Cf. Phil. 3:20; Col. 3:4.
5 Postcommunion for both Masses of Easter Sunday.
6 Collect for Mass of Tuesday of Holy Week.
7 St. Cyprian, “On the Unity of the Catholic Church,” 7; cf. Letter 66, n. 8, 3.
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Therefore liturgical services involve the whole Body of the Church; they manifest it and have effects upon 
it; but they also concern individual members of the Church in different ways, according to their different 
orders, offices, and actual participation.

27. Whenever rites, according to their specific nature, make provision for communal celebration involving 
the presence and active participation of the faithful, it is to be stressed that this way of celebrating them is 
to be preferred, as far as possible, to a celebration that is individual and, so to speak, private.

This applies with special force to the celebration of Mass and the administration of the sacraments, even 
though every Mass has of itself a public and social character.

28. In liturgical celebrations each one, minister or layperson, who has an office to perform, should do all 
of, but only, those parts which pertain to that office by the nature of the rite and the principles of liturgy.

29. Servers, readers, commentators, and members of the choir also exercise a genuine liturgical function. 
They ought to discharge their office therefore with the sincere devotion demanded by so exalted a ministry 
and rightly expected of them by God’s people.

Consequently, they must all be deeply imbued with the spirit of the liturgy, in the measure proper to each 
one, and they must be trained to perform their functions in a correct and orderly manner.

41. The bishop is to be looked on as the high priest of his flock, the faithful‘s life in Christ in some way 
deriving from and depending on him.

Therefore all should hold in great esteem the liturgical life of the diocese centered around the bishop, 
especially in his cathedral church; they must be convinced that the preeminent manifestation of the 
Church is present in the full, active participation of all God’s holy people in these liturgical celebrations, 
especially in the same eucharist, in a single prayer, at one altar at which the bishop presides, surrounded by 
his college of priests and by his ministers.8

42. But because it is impossible for the bishop always and everywhere to preside over the whole flock in his 
Church, he cannot do otherwise than establish lesser groupings of the faithful. Among these the parishes, 
set up locally under a pastor taking the place of the bishop, are the most important: in some manner they 
represent the visible Church constituted throughout the world.

And therefore both in attitude and in practice the liturgical life of the parish and its relationship to the 
bishop must be fostered among the faithful and clergy; efforts must also be made toward a lively sense of 
community within the parish, above all in the shared celebration of the Sunday Mass.

48. The Church, therefore, earnestly desires that Christ‘s faithful, when present at this mystery of faith, 
should not be there as strangers or silent spectators; on the contrary, through a good understanding of 
the rites and prayers they should take part in the sacred service conscious of what they are doing, with 
devotion and full involvement. They should be instructed by God’s word and be nourished at the table of 
the Lord’s Body; they should give thanks to God; by offering the immaculate Victim, not only through the 
hands of the priest, but also with him, they should learn to offer themselves as well; through Christ the 
Mediator,9 they should be formed day by day into ever more perfect unity with God and with each other, 
so that finally God may be all in all.

8 Cf. St. Ignatius of Antioch: Magnesians, 7; Philadelphians, 4; Smyrnaeans, 8.
9 Cf. St. Cyril of Alexandria: “Commentary on the Gospel of St. John,” Book 11, ch. 11-12.
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51. The treasures of the Bible are to be opened up more lavishly, so that a richer share in God‘s word may 
be provided for the faithful. In this way the more representative portion of the holy Scripture will be read 
to the people in the course of a prescribed number of years.

Vatican Council II, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen Gentium, 21 November 
1964

10. Christ the Lord, the High Priest taken from among us (see Heb 5:15), made the new people “a kingdom 
and priests to God the Father” (Rev 1:6; see 5:9-10). By rebirth and the anointing of the Holy Spirit, the 
baptized are consecrated as a spiritual house and a holy priesthood, so that through all the works proper 
to Christians, they may offer spiritual sacrifices and proclaim the power of him who has called them out of 
darkness into his wondrous light.(see 1 Pt 2:4-10). Therefore all the disciples of Christ, persevering in prayer 
and praising God (see Acts 2:42-47), should present themselves as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to 
God (see Rom 12:1). Everywhere on earth they should bear witness to Christ and give answer to those who 
seek an account of that hope of eternal life that is in them (see 1 Pt 3:15).

Though they differ from one another in essence and not only in degree, the universal priesthood of believers 
and the ministerial or hierarchic priesthood are nonetheless interrelated: each of them in its own special 
way is a sharing in the one priesthood of Christ.10 The ministerial priest, by the sacred power he possesses, 
builds up and guides the priestly people; acting in the person of Christ, he makes present the Eucharistic 
sacrifice and offers it to God in the name of all the people. The faithful on their part, in virtue of their royal 
priesthood, join in the offering of the eucharist.11 They likewise exercise that priesthood in receiving the 
sacraments, in prayer and thanksgiving, in the witness of a holy life, and in self-denial and active charity.

11. The sacraments and the exercise of the virtues give actual expression to the sacred, organically 
structured nature of the priestly community. Incorporated into the Church through baptism, the faithful 
are deputed by the baptismal character for the worship of the Christian religion. Reborn as children of 
God, they must confess before men the faith they have received from God through the Church.12 By the 
sacrament of confirmation they are more fully bound to the Church and the Holy Spirit endows them with 
special strength, so that they are more strictly obliged to spread and defend the faith, both by word and by 
deed, as true witnesses of Christ.13 Taking part in the eucharistic sacrifice, the fount and apex of the whole 
Christian life, they offer the divine victim to God and offer themselves along with him.14Thus by reason of 
both the offering and holy communion all take part in this liturgical service, not indeed all in the same way, 
but all in their proper way. Strengthened in holy communion by the body of Christ, they then manifest in 
a concrete way the unity of the people of God that this sacrament aptly signifies and wondrously causes.

Those who approach the sacrament of Penance obtain from God‘s mercy pardon for having offended him 
and at the same time reconciliation with the Church, which they have wounded by their sins and which by 
charity, example, and prayer seeks their conversion. By the sacred anointing of the sick and the prayer of 
priests the entire Church commends the sick to the suffering and glorified Lord, asking that he lighten their 
suffering and save them (see Jas 5:14-16); the Church exhorts them, moreover, to contribute to the welfare 
of the whole people of God by associating themselves freely with Christ‘s passion and death (see Rom 8:17; 
Col 1:24; Tim 2:11-12; 1 Pt 4:13). Those of the faithful who are consecrated by Holy Orders are appointed to 

10 See Pius XII, Alloc. Magnificate Dominum, 2 Nov. 1954: AAS 46 (1954) p. 669. Litt. Encycl. Mediator Dei, 20 Nov. 1947: AAS 39 (1947) p. 555.
11 See Pius XI, Lift. Encycl. Miserentissimus Redemptor, 8 May 1928: AAS 20 (1928) p. 171; Pius XII, Alloc. Vous nous avez, 22 Sept. 1956: AAS 48 

(1956) p. 714.
12 See St. Thomas, Summa Theol. III, q. 63, a. 2.
13 See St. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catech. 17, de Spiritu Sancto, II, 35-37: PG 33, 1009-1012. Nic. Cabasilas, De Vita in Christo, bk. III, de utilitate chrismatis: 

PG 150, 569-580. St. Thomas, Summa Theol. III, q. 65, a. 3 and q. 72, a. 1 and 5.
14 See Pius XII, Litt. Encycl. Mediator Dei, loc. cit., especially p. 552 s.
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feed the Church in Christ‘s name with the word and the grace of God. Finally, Christian spouses, in virtue 
of the sacrament of marriage, whereby they signify and partake of the mystery of that unity and fruitful 
love existing between Christ and his Church (see Eph 5:32), help each other to attain to holiness in their 
married life and in the rearing and education of their children. By reason of their state and rank in life they 
have their own special gift among the people of God.15 From the marriage of Christians comes the family, 
in which new citizens of human society are born; in baptism by the grace of the Holy Spirit they are made 
the children of God in order to perpetuate the people of God through the ages. The family is, so to speak, 
the Church of the household. In it, by their word and example, parents should be the first preachers of the 
faith to their children; they should encourage them in the vocation proper to each and with special care in 
a vocation to a sacred state.

Endowed with so many and such powerful means of salvation, all the faithful, whatever their condition or 
state, have from the Lord, in a way proper to each, the vocation to that perfect holiness by which the Father 
himself is perfect.

21. In the bishops, therefore, who have priests as their helpers, our Lord Jesus Christ, the supreme High 
Priest, is present in the midst of those who believe. Seated at the right hand of the Father, Christ is not 
absent from the gathering of his high priests.16 First of all, through their excellent service he preaches 
the word of God to all nations and constantly administers the sacraments of faith to those who believe. 
Through their fatherly care (see 1 Cor 4:15) he incorporates new members into his Body by a heavenly 
rebirth. Finally, through the bishop‘s wisdom and prudence he directs and guides the people of the New 
Covenant in their pilgrimage toward eternal happiness. These pastors, chosen to shepherd the Lord‘s flock 
of the elect, are servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God (see 1 Cor 4:1); they are entrusted 
with bearing witness to the Gospel of God‘s grace (see Rom 15:16; Acts 20:24) and with the splendor of the 
new dispensation of the Spirit and of righteousness (see 2 Cor 3:8-9).

For the carrying out of these great offices, Christ empowered the apostles through a special outpouring 
of the Holy Spirit, who descended upon them (see Acts 1:8; 2:4; Jn 20:22-23); they passed on their spiritual 
gift to their helpers by the laying on of hands (see 1 Tim 4:14; 2 Tim 1:6-7) and it has been handed down 
to us in episcopal consecration.17 This Council teaches that episcopal consecration bestows the fullness 
of the sacrament of orders, that fullness of power, namely, which in both the Church‘s liturgical practice 
and the language of the Fathers is called the high priesthood, the summit of the sacred ministry.18 But 
episcopal consecration, together with the office of sanctifying, also confers the offices of teaching and 
governing, offices which, of their very nature, can be exercised only in hierarchic communion with the head 
of the college and its members. For from tradition, expressed especially in liturgical rites and in the usage 
of the Church of both East and West, it is clear that the laying on of hands and the words of consecration 
bestow the grace of the Holy Spirit19 and impress a sacred character20 in such a way that bishops in an 
eminent and visible way carry on the role of Christ himself as teacher, shepherd, and high priest and act in 

15 1 Cor 7:7: “Unusquisque proprium donum (idion charisma) habet ex Deo: alius quidem sic, alius vero sic. St. Augustine, De Dono Persev., 14, 37: PL 
45, 1015 s. “Non tantum continentia Dei donum est, sed coniugatorum etiam castitas.”

16 Cf. St. Leo Martyr, Serm. 5, 3: PL 54, 154.
17 Council of Trent, Session 23, cap. 3 quotes the words of 2 Tim. 1:6-7 to show that in Orders we have a true sacrament: Denz. 959 (1766).
18 In Trad. Apost. 3, ed. Bott, Sources Chr., pp. 27-30, a “primacy of the priesthood” is attributed to the bishop. Cf. Sacramentarium Leonianum, 

ed. C. Mohlberg, Sacramentarium Veronense, Rome, 1955, p. 119: “to the ministry of the high priesthood . . . Make the height of your mystery 
complete in your priests” . . . Do., Liber Sacramentorum Romanae Ecclesiae, Rome 1960, pp. 121-122: “Grant them the episcopal throne, Lord, to 
rule your Church and all the people.” Cf. PL 78, 224.

19 Trad. Apost. 2, ed. Botte, p. 27.
20 Council of Trent, Session 23, cap. 4, teaches that the sacrament of Orders imprints an indelible character: Denz. 960 (1767). Cf. John XXIII, Alloc. 

Jubilate Deo, 8 May 1960: AAS 52 (1960) p. 466. Paul VI homily in Vatican, 20 Oct. (1963), p. 1014.
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his person.21 Admission of newly elected members into the episcopal body by means of the sacrament of 
orders belongs to bishops.

22. Just as in the Gospel, the Lord so disposing, St. Peter and the other apostles constitute one apostolic 
college, so in a similar way the Roman Pontiff, the successor of Peter, and the bishops, the successors of 
the apostles, are joined together. Indeed, the very ancient practice whereby bishops duly established in 
all parts of the world were in communion with one another and with the Bishop of Rome in a bond of 
unity, charity and peace,22 and also the councils assembled together,23 in which more profound issues were 
settled in common, 24 the opinion of the many having been prudently considered,25 both of these factors 
are already an indication of the collegiate character and aspect of the episcopal order; and the ecumenical 
councils held in the course of centuries are also manifest proof of that same character. And it is intimated 
also in the practice, introduced in ancient times, of summoning several bishops to take part in the elevation 
of the newly elected to the ministry of the high priesthood. Hence, one is constituted a member of the 
Episcopal body in virtue of sacramental consecration and hierarchical communion with the head and 
members of the body.

But the college or body of bishops has no authority unless it is understood together with the Roman 
Pontiff, the successor of Peter as its head. The pope’s power of primacy over all, both pastors and faithful, 
remains whole and intact. In virtue of his office, that is as Vicar of Christ and pastor of the whole Church, 
the Roman Pontiff has full, supreme and universal power over the Church. And he is always free to exercise 
this power. The order of bishops, which succeeds to the college of apostles and gives this apostolic body 
continued existence, is also the subject of supreme and full power over the universal Church, provided we 
understand this body together with its head the Roman Pontiff and never without this head This power 
can be exercised only with the consent of the Roman Pontiff. For our Lord placed Simon alone as the rock 
and the bearer of the keys of the Church (cf. Mt 16:18-19), and made him shepherd of the whole flock 
(cf. Jn 21:15ff.). It is evident, however, that the power of binding and loosing, which was given to Peter 
(Mt 16:19), was granted also to the college of apostles, joined with their head (Mt 18:18; 28:16-20).26 This 
college, insofar as it is composed of many, expresses the variety and universality of the People of God, but 
insofar as it is assembled under one head, it expresses the unity of the flock of Christ. In it, the bishops, 
faithfully recognizing the primacy and pre-eminence of their head, exercise their own authority for the 
good of their own faithful, and indeed of the whole Church, the Holy Spirit supporting its organic structure 
and harmony with moderation. The supreme power in the universal Church, which this college enjoys, is 
exercised in a solemn way in an ecumenical council. A council is never ecumenical unless it is confirmed or 
at least accepted as such by the successor of Peter; and it is prerogative of the Roman Pontiff to convoke 
these councils, to preside over them and to confirm them.27 This same collegiate power can be exercised 
together with the pope by the bishops living in all parts of the world, provided that the head of the college 
calls them to collegiate action, or at least approves of or freely accepts the united action of the scattered 

21 21 St. Cyprian, Epist. 63, 14: PL 4, 386; Hartel, IIIB, p. 713: “The priest truly acts in the place of Christ.” St. John Chrysostom, In 2 Tim. Hom. 2, 4: 
PG 62, 612: The priest is “symbolon” of Christ. St. Ambrose, In Ps. 38, 25-26: PL 14, 1051-52: CSEL 64, 203-204. Ambrosiaster, In 1 Tim. 5, 19: PL 17, 
479C and In Eph. 4:11-12: col. 387C. Theodore of Mops. Hom. Catech.-XV, 21 and 24: ed Tonneau, pp. 487 and 503. Hesych. of Jesus., In Lev. L. 2, 
9, 23: PG. 93, 894B.

22 Cf. Eusebius, Hist. Eccl., V, 24, 10: G.C.S. II, 1, p. 495: ed. Bardy, Sources Chr. II, p. 69. Dionysius, apud Eusebium, ib. VII, 5, 2: G.C.S. II, 2, p. 638 f.: 
Bardy, II, p. 168 f.

23 Cf. Eusebius, Hist. Eccl., concerning the ancient councils, V, 23-24: G.C.S. II, 1, p. 488 ff.; Bardy, II, p. 66 ff. and passim. Conc. Nicea, can 5: Conc. 
Oec. Decr. p. 7.

24 Tertullian, De Ieiunio, 13: PL 2, 972B; CSEL 20, p. 292, lin. 13-16.
25 St. Cyprian, Epist. 56, 3: Hartel, IIIB, p. 650; Bayard, p. 154.
26 Cf. Vatican Council I, Scheme on the Dogm. Const. II, de Ecclesia Christi, c. 4: Mansi 53, 310. Cf. Kleutgen‘s Relatio on the reformed schema: Mansi 

53, 321 B-322 B and Zinelli‘s Declaratio: Mansi 52, 111: A. See also St. Leo, Martyr, Serm. 4. 3: PL 54, 151A.
27 Cfr. Cod. Iur. Can., c. 227.
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bishops, so that it is thereby made a collegiate act.

26. Marked with the fullness of the sacrament of orders, a bishop is “the steward of the grace of the supreme 
priesthood,”28 especially in the eucharist, which he offers or causes to be offered29 and by which the Church 
continually lives and grows. This Church of Christ is truly present in all lawful, local congregations of the 
faithful, which, united with their pastors, are themselves called Churches in the New Testament.30 For in 
their own locality these Churches are the new people called by God in the Holy Spirit and in great fullness 
(see 1 Thess 1:5). In them the faithful are gathered together by the preaching of Christ‘s Gospel and the 
mystery of the Lord‘s Supper is celebrated, so that “by the food and blood of the Lord‘s body the whole 
brotherhood is joined together.”31 Any community of the altar, under the sacred ministry of the bishop,32 
stands out clearly as a symbol of that charity and “unity of the Mystical Body, without which there can be no 
salvation.”33 In these communities, though frequently small and poor or living in isolation, Christ is present 
and the power of his presence gathers together one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church.34 For “the sharing 
of the body and blood of Christ does nothing less than transform us into what we receive.”35

Every lawful celebration of the eucharist is regulated by the bishop, to whom is committed the office of 
offering to the divine majesty the worship of Christian religion and of administering it in accordance with 
the Lord‘s commandments and the Church‘s laws, as further specified by his particular judgment for his 
diocese.

By praying and laboring for the people bishops thus in many ways and in great abundance cause the fullness 
of Christ‘s holiness to flow upon their people. Through the ministry of the word they communicate God‘s 
power to those who believe unto salvation (see Rom 1:16) and through the sacraments, the regular and 
fruitful administration of which they direct by their authority,36 they sanctify the faithful. They oversee the 
conferral of baptism, which bestows a share in Christ‘s royal priesthood. They are the primary ministers of 
confirmation, dispensers of sacred orders, and the moderators of penitential discipline; they also earnestly 
exhort and instruct their people to carry out, with faith and reverence, their part in the liturgy, especially in 
the holy sacrifice of the Mass. Lastly, by the example of their way of life they must be an influence for good 
on those in their charge, keeping their own way of life free of evil and with God‘s help turned in every way 
possible toward the good, so that together with the flock committed to their care they may reach eternal 
life.37

27. As vicars and ambassadors of Christ,38 bishops govern the particular Churches entrusted to them 
through their counsel, exhortation, example, but also through their authority and sacred power, which 
indeed they use only for the building up of their flock in truth and holiness, mindful that the greater should 
become as the less and the chief as one who serves (see Lk 22:26-27). The power that they personally 
exercise in Christ‘s name is theirs by right and is ordinary and immediate, even though ultimately its 
exercise is governed by the supreme authority in the Church and can be circumscribed by definite limits for 

28 Prayer of episcopal consecration in the Byzantine rite: Euchologion to meta, Rome, 1873, p. 139.
29 Cf. St. Ignatius, Martyr, Smyrn. 8, 1: ed. Funk, I, p. 282.
30 Cf. Acts 8:1; 14:22-23; 20:17 and passim.
31 Mozarabic prayer: PL 96, 759 B.
32 Cf. St. Ignatius, Martyr, Smyrn. 8, 1: ed. Funk, I, p. 282.
33 St. Thomas, Summa Theol., III, q. 73, a. 3.
34 Cf. St. Augustine, C. Faustum, 12, 20: PL 42, 265; Serm. 57, 7: PL 38, 389, etc.
35 St. Leo, Martyr, Serm. 63, 7: PL 54, 357C.
36 Traditio Apostolica of Hippolytus, 2-3: ed. Botte, pp. 26-30.
37 Cf. the text of the examen at the beginning of the consecration of bishops, and the Prayer at the end of the Mass of the same consecration, 

after the Te Deum.
38 Benedict XIV, Br. Romana Ecclesia, 5 Oct. 1752 par. 1: Bullarium Benedicti XIV, t. IV, Rome, 1758, 21: “A bishop bears the likeness of Christ, it is his 

office that he is performing.” Pius XII, Encycl. Mystici Corporis, loc. cit., p. 211: “They feed and rule the flocks assigned to each individually.”
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the advantage of the Church or of the faithful. In virtue of this power bishops have the sacred right and the 
duty before the Lord of making laws for their subjects, of passing judgment, and of controlling whatever 
belongs to the right order of worship and the apostolate.

The pastoral office or the habitual and daily care of their sheep is entrusted to them completely; nor are 
they to be regarded as vicars of the Roman Pontiffs, for they exercise an authority that is proper to them, 
and are quite correctly called “prelates,” heads of the people whom they govern.39 Their power, therefore, 
is not destroyed by the supreme and universal power, but on the contrary it is affirmed, strengthened and 
vindicated by it,40 since the Holy Spirit unfailingly preserves the form of government established by Christ 
the Lord in His Church.

A bishop, since he is sent by the Father to govern his family, must keep before his eyes the example of the 
Good Shepherd, who came not to be ministered unto but to minister (cf. Mt 20:28; Mk 10:45), and to lay 
down his life for his sheep (cf. Jn 10:11). Being taken from among men, and himself beset with weakness, 
he is able to have compassion on the ignorant and erring (cf. Heb 5:1-2). Let him not refuse to listen to his 
subjects, whom he cherishes as his true sons and exhorts to cooperate readily with him. As having one day 
to render an account for their souls (cf. Heb 13:17), he takes care of them by his prayer, preaching, and all 
the works of charity, and not only of them but also of those who are not yet of the one flock, who also are 
commended to him in the Lord. Since, like Paul the Apostle, he is debtor to all men, let him be ready to 
preach the Gospel to all (cf. Rom 1:14-15), and to urge his faithful to apostolic and missionary activity. But 
the faithful must cling to their bishop, as the Church does to Christ, and Jesus Christ to the Father, so that 
all may be of one mind through unity,41 and abound to the glory of God (cf. 2 Cor 4:15).

28. Christ, whom the Father has sanctified and sent into the world (cf. Jn 10:36), has through His apostles, 
made their successors, the bishops, partakers in His consecration and His mission.42 They have legitimately 
handed on to different individuals in the Church various degrees of participation in this ministry. Thus the 
divinely established ecclesiastical ministry is exercised at different levels by those who from antiquity have 
been called bishops, priests, and deacons.43 Priests, although they do not possess the highest degree of the 
priesthood, and although they are dependent on the bishops in the exercise of their power, nevertheless 
they are united with the bishops in sacerdotal dignity.44 By the power of the sacrament of Orders,45 in the 
image of Christ the eternal high Priest (see Heb 5:1-10; 7:24; 9:11-28), they are consecrated to preach the 
Gospel and shepherd the faithful and to celebrate divine worship, so that they are true priests of the New 
Testament.46 Partakers of the function of Christ the sole Mediator (see 1 Tim 2:5), on their level of ministry, 
they announce the divine word to all. They exercise their sacred function especially in the eucharistic 
worship or the celebration of the Mass by which acting in the person of Christ,47 and proclaiming His 
Mystery they unite the prayers of the faithful with the sacrifice of their Head and renew and apply (see 1 
Cor 11:26) in the sacrifice of the Mass until the coming of the Lord the only sacrifice of the New Testament 

39 Leo XIII, Encycl. Satis cognitum, 29 June 1896: ASS 28 (1895-1896) p. 732: Letter Officio sanctissimo, 22 Dec. 1887: ASS 20 (1887) p. 264. Pius IX, 
Apost. Letter to bishops of Germany, 12 March 1875 and Consist. Alloc., 15 March 1875: Denz. 3112-3117, only in new ed.

40 Vatican Council I, Dogm. Const. Pastor aeternus, 3: Denz. 1828 (3061). Cf. Zinelli‘s Relatio: Mansi 42, 1114 D.
41 Cf. St. Ignatius, Martyr, Ad Ephes. 5, 1: ed. Funk, 1, p. 216.
42 Cf. St. Ignatius, Martyr, Ad Ephes. 6, 1: ed. Funk I, p. 218.
43 Cf. Council of Trent, Session 23, De sacr, ordinis, cap. 2: Denz. 958 (1765), and can. 6: Denz. 966 (1776).
44 Cf. Innocent I, Epist. ad Decentium: PL 20, 554A; Mansi 3, 1029; Denz. 98 (215): “Presbyters, although they are priests of the second rank, do not 

possess the high degree of the pontificate.” St. Cyprian, Epist. 61, 3: ed. Hartel, p. 696.
45 Cf. Council of Trent, loc. cit., Denz. 956a-968 (1763-1778), and specifically can. 7: Denz. 967 (1777). Pius XII, Const. Apost. Sacramentum ordinis: 

Denz. 2301 (3857-61).
46 Cf. Innocent I, loc. cit. St. Gregory Naz., Apol. II, 22: PG 35, 432B. PS.-Dionysius, Eccl. Hier., 1, 2: PG 3, 372D.
47 Cf. Council of Trent. Session 22: Denz. 940 (1743). Pius XII, Encycl. Mediator Dei, 20 Nov. 1947: AAS 39 (1947) p. 553; Denz. 2300 (3850).
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namely that of Christ offering Himself once for all a spotless Victim to the Father (see Heb 9:11-28).48 For the 
sick and the sinners among the faithful, they exercise the ministry of alleviation and reconciliation and they 
present the needs and the prayers of the faithful to God the Father (see Heb 5:1-4). Exercising within the 
limits of their authority the function of Christ as Shepherd and Head,49 they gather together God‘s family as 
a brotherhood all of one mind,50 and lead them in the Spirit, through Christ, to God the Father. In the midst 
of the flock they adore Him in spirit and in truth (see Jn 4:24). Finally, they labor in word and doctrine (see 1 
Tim 5:17), believing what they have read and medidated upon in the law of God, teaching what they have 
believed, and putting into practice in their own lives what they have taught.51

Priests, prudent cooperators with the episcopal order,52 its aid and instrument, called to serve the people of 
God, constitute one priesthood with their bishop53 although bound by a diversity of duties. Associated with 
their bishop in a spirit of trust and generosity, they make him present in a certain sense in the individual 
local congregations, and take upon themselves, as far as they are able, his duties and the burden of his 
care, and discharge them with a daily interest. As they sanctify and govern under the bishop‘s authority, 
that part of the Lord‘s flock entrusted to them, they make the universal Church visible in their own locality 
and bring an efficacious assistance to the building up of the whole body of Christ (see Eph 4:12). Intent 
always upon the welfare of God‘s children, they must strive to lend their effort to the pastoral work of the 
whole diocese, and even of the entire Church. On account of this sharing in their priesthood and mission, 
let priests sincerely look upon the bishop as their father and reverently obey him. And let the bishop regard 
his priests as his co-workers and as sons and friends, just as Christ called his disciples now not servants but 
friends (see Jn 15:15). All priests, both diocesan and religious, by reason of Orders and ministry, fit into this 
body of bishops and priests, and serve the good of the whole Church according to their vocation and the 
grace given to them.

In virtue of their common sacred ordination and mission, all priests are bound together in intimate 
brotherhood, which naturally and freely manifests itself in mutual aid, spiritual as well as material, pastoral 
as well as personal, in their meetings and in communion of life, of labor and charity.

Let them, as fathers in Christ, take care of the faithful whom they have begotten by baptism and their 
teaching (cf. 1 Cor 4:15; 1 Pt 1:23). Becoming from the heart a pattern to the flock (cf. 1 Pt 5:3), let them so 
lead and serve their local community that it may worthily be called by that name, by which the one and 
entire people of God is signed, namely, the Church of God (cf. 1 Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 1:1, and passim). Let them 
remember that by their daily life and interests they are showing the face of a truly sacerdotal and pastoral 
ministry to the faithful and the infidel, to Catholics and non-Catholics, and that to all they bear witness to 
the truth and life, and as good shepherds go after those also (cf. Lk 15:4-7), who though baptized in the 
Catholic Church have fallen away from the use of the sacraments, or even from the faith.

Because the human race today is joining more and more into a civic, economic and social unity, it is that 
much the more necessary that priests, by combined effort and aid, under the leadership of the bishops and 
the Supreme Pontiff, wipe out every kind of separateness, so that the whole human race may be brought 
into the unity of the family of God.

48 Cf. Council of Trent, Session 22: Denz. 938 (1739-40). Vatican Council II, Const. De Sacra Liturgia, no. 7 and no. 47.
49 Cf. Pius XII, Encycl. Mediator Dei, loc. cit., under no. 67.
50 Cf. St. Cyprian, Epist. 11, 3: PL 4, 242B; Hartel, II, 2, p. 497.
51 Order of priestly consecration, at the clothing with the vestments.
52 Order of priestly consecration, the Preface.
53 Cf. St. Ignatius, Martyr, Philad. 4: ed. Funk, I, p. 266. St. Cornelius I apud St. Cyprian, Epist. 48, 2: Hartel, III, 2, p. 610.
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29. At a lower level of the hierarchy are deacons, who receive the laying on of hands “not unto priesthood but 
only for a ministry of service.”54 Strengthened by sacramental grace they have as their service for the people 
of God, in communion with the bishop and his college of presbyters, the diakonia of liturgy, word, and 
charity. Insofar as competent authority assigns them, the duties of the deacon are to: administer baptism 
solemnly; care for the eucharist and give holy communion; assist at and bless marriages in the name of the 
Church; carry viaticum to the dying; read the Scriptures to the people and exhort and instruct them; preside 
over worship and prayer; administer sacramentals; officiate at funeral and burial rites. Dedicated to duties 
of charity and service, deacons should be mindful of the admonition of St Polycarp: “Be compassionate and 
conscientious, following the model set by the Lord, who made himself the servant of all.”55

As the discipline of the Latin Church currently stands, these diaconal functions, supremely necessary to 
the Church‘s life, can be carried out in many places only with great difficulty. Henceforth, therefore, it will 
be permissible to restore the diaconate as a distinct and permanent rank of the hierarchy. To the various 
sorts of authorized territorial bodies of bishops it belongs to decide, with papal approval, whether and 
where it is advantageous to create permanent deacons for the care of souls. With the pope‘s consent, the 
permanent diaconate may be conferred on men of mature years, even married men, and upon qualified 
young men. For the last, however, the law of celibacy must remain in force. 

31. The term laity is here understood to mean all the faithful except those in holy orders and those in the 
state of religious life specially approved by the Church. These faithful are by baptism made one body with 
Christ and are constituted among the People of God; they are in their own way made sharers in the priestly, 
prophetical, and kingly functions of Christ; and they carry out for their own part the mission of the whole 
Christian people in the Church and in the world.

What specifically characterizes the laity is their secular nature. It is true that those in holy orders can at 
times be engaged in secular activities, and even have a secular profession. But they are by reason of their 
particular vocation especially and professedly ordained to the sacred ministry. Similarly, by their state in 
life, religious give splendid and striking testimony that the world cannot be transformed and offered to 
God without the spirit of the beatitudes. But the laity, by their very vocation, seek the kingdom of God by 
engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them according to the plan of God. They live in the world, that 
is, in each and in all of the secular professions and occupations. They live in the ordinary circumstances of 
family and social life, from which the very web of their existence is woven. They are called there by God that 
by exercising their proper function and led by the spirit of the Gospel they may work for the sanctification 
of the world from within as a leaven. In this way they may make Christ known to others, especially by the 
testimony of a life resplendent in faith, hope and charity. Therefore, since they are tightly bound up in 
all types of temporal affairs it is their special task to order and to throw light upon these affairs in such a 
way that they may come into being and then continually increase according to Christ to the praise of the 
Creator and the Redeemer.

34. The supreme and eternal Priest, Christ Jesus, since he wills to continue his witness and service also 
through the laity, quickens them in his Spirit and increasingly urges them on to every good and perfect 
work.

For besides intimately linking them to his life and his mission, he also gives them a share in his priestly 
office of offering spiritual worship for the divine glory and human salvation. Thus the laity, dedicated to 
Christ and anointed by the Holy Spirit, are sublimely called and prepared so that ever more abundant fruits 

54 Constitutions of the Egyptian Church, III, 2: ed. Funk, Didascalia, II, p. 103, Statuta Eccl. Ant. 37-41: Mansi 3, 954.
55 St. Polycarp, Ad Phil. 5, 2: ed. Funk, I, p. 300: It is said that Christ “became the ‘diaconus‘ of all.” Cf. Didache, 15, I: ibid. p. 32. St. Ignatius, Martyr, 

Trall. 2, 3: ibid., p. 242. Constitutiones Apostolorum 8, 24, 4: ed. Funk, Didascalia, I, p. 580.
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of the Spirit may be brought forth in them. For, if carried out in the Spirit, all their works, their prayers and 
apostolic endeavors, their ordinary married and family life, their daily occupations, their physical and mental 
relaxation, and even the hardships of life, when patiently borne, become spiritual sacrifices acceptable to 
God through Jesus Christ (see Pt 2:5). All these are most fittingly offered to the Father in union with the 
offering of the body of the Lord in the celebration of the eucharist. Thus as adorers acting with holiness in 
all things, the laity consecrate the world itself to God.

Paul VI, Motu Proprio Ministeria quaedam, 15 August 1972 

5. The reader is appointed for a function proper to him, that of reading the Word of God in the liturgical 
assembly. Accordingly, he is to proclaim the readings from Sacred Scripture, except for the Gospel in the 
Mass and other sacred celebrations; he is to recite the psalm between the readings when there is no psalmist; 
he is to present the intentions of the Prayer of the Faithful (Universal Prayer) in the absence of a deacon or 
cantor; he is to direct the singing and the participation by the faithful; he is to instruct the faithful for the 
worthy reception of the Sacraments. He may also, insofar as may be necessary, take care of preparing other 
faithful who are appointed on a temporary basis to read the Scriptures in liturgical celebrations. That he 
may more fittingly and perfectly fulfill these functions, he is to meditate assiduously on Sacred Scripture.

Aware of the office he has undertaken, the reader is to make every effort and employ suitable means to 
acquire that increasingly warm and living love and knowledge of Scripture that will make him a more 
perfect disciple of the Lord.

6. The acolyte is appointed in order to aid the Deacon and to minister to the Priest. It is his duty therefore to 
attend to the service of the altar and to assist the deacon and the priest in liturgical celebrations, especially 
in the celebration of Mass; he is also to distribute Communion as a special minister when the ministers 
spoken of in the Codex Iuris Canonici can. 845 are not available or are prevented by ill health, age, or 
another pastoral ministry from performing this function, or when the number of communicants is so great 
that the celebration of Mass would be unduly prolonged. In the same extraordinary circumstances an 
acolyte may be entrusted with publicly exposing the Blessed Sacrament for adoration by the faithful and 
afterward replacing it, but not with blessing the people. He may also, to the extent needed, take care of 
instructing other faithful who on a temporary basis are appointed to assist the Priest or Deacon in liturgical 
celebrations by carrying the Missal, cross, candles, etc., or by performing other such duties. He will perform 
these functions more worthily if he participates in the Holy Eucharist with increasingly fervent devotion, 
receives nourishment from it, and deepens his knowledge about it.

As one set aside in a special way for the service of the altar, the acolyte should learn all matters concerning 
public divine worship and strive to grasp their inner spiritual meaning: in that way he will be able each day 
to offer himself entirely to God, be an example to all by his gravity and reverence in church, and have a 
sincere love for the Mystical Body of Christ, the People of God, especially for the weak and the sick.

Catechism of the Catholic Church, 15 August 1997

CELEBRATING THE CHURCH’S LITURGY

I. Who Celebrates?

1136 Liturgy is an “action” of the whole Christ (Christus totus). Those who even now celebrate it without 
signs are already in the heavenly liturgy, where celebration is wholly communion and feast.

The celebrants of the heavenly liturgy
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1137 The book of Revelation of St. John, read in the Church’s liturgy, first reveals to us, “A throne stood in 
heaven, with one seated on the throne”: “the Lord God” It then shows the Lamb, “standing, as though it had 
been slain”: Christ crucified and risen, the one high priest of the true sanctuary, the same one “who offers 
and is offered, who gives and is given” Finally it presents “the river of the water of life . . . flowing from the 
throne of God and of the Lamb,” one of most beautiful symbols of the Holy Spirit.

1138 “Recapitulated in Christ,” these are the ones who take part in the service of the praise of God and 
the fulfillment of his plan: the heavenly powers, all creation (the four living beings), the servants of the 
Old and New Covenants (the twenty-four elders), the new People of God (the one hundred and forty-four 
thousand), especially the martyrs “slain for the word of God,” and the all-holy Mother of God (the Woman), 
the Bride of the Lamb, and finally “a great multitude which no one could number, from every nation, from 
all tribes, and peoples and tongues.”

1139 It is in this eternal liturgy that the Spirit and the Church enable us to participate whenever we celebrate 
the mystery of salvation in the sacraments.

1548 In the ecclesial service of the ordained minister, it is Christ himself who is present to his Church as 
Head of his Body, Shepherd of his flock, high priest of the redemptive sacrifice, Teacher of Truth. This is 
what the Church means by saying that the priest, by virtue of the sacrament of Holy Orders, acts in persona 
Christi Capitis.

It is the same priest, Christ Jesus, whose sacred person his minister truly represents. Now the minister, 
by reason of the sacerdotal consecration which he has received, is truly made like to the high priest and 
possesses the authority to act in the power and place of the person of Christ himself (virtute ac persona 
ipsius Christi).

Christ is the source of all priesthood: the priest of the old law was a figure of Christ, and the priest of the 
new law acts in the person of Christ.

Novo millennio ineunte (2001) Apostolic Letter, John Paul II 

43. To make the Church the home and the school of communion: that is the great challenge facing us in 
the millennium which is now beginning, if we wish to be faithful to God’s plan and respond to the world’s 
deepest yearnings.

But what does this mean in practice? Here too, our thoughts could run immediately to the action to be 
undertaken, but that would not be the right impulse to follow. Before making practical plans, we need 
to promote a spirituality of communion, making it the guiding principle of education wherever individuals 
and Christians are formed, wherever ministers of the altar, consecrated persons, and pastoral workers are 
trained, wherever families and communities are being built up. A spirituality of communion indicates 
above all the heart’s contemplation of the mystery of the Trinity dwelling in us, and whose light we must 
also be able to see shining on the face of the brothers and sisters around us. A spirituality of communion 
also means an ability to think of our brothers and sisters in faith within the profound unity of the Mystical 
Body, and therefore as “those who are a part of me”. This makes us able to share their joys and sufferings, 
to sense their desires and attend to their needs, to offer them deep and genuine friendship. A spirituality 
of communion implies also the ability to see what is positive in others, to welcome it and prize it as a gift 
from God: not only as a gift for the brother or sister who has received it directly, but also as a “gift for me”. A 
spirituality of communion means, finally, to know how to “make room” for our brothers and sisters, bearing 
“each other’s burdens” (Gal 6:2) and resisting the selfish temptations which constantly beset us and provoke 
competition, careerism, distrust and jealousy. Let us have no illusions: unless we follow this spiritual path, 
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external structures of communion will serve very little purpose. They would become mechanisms without 
a soul, “masks” of communion rather than its means of expression and growth.

John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Ecclesia de Eucharistia, 17 April 2003

1. The Church draws her life from the Eucharist. This truth does not simply express a daily experience of 
faith, but recapitulates the heart of the mystery of the Church. In a variety of ways she joyfully experiences 
the constant fulfilment of the promise: “Lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Mt 28:20), but 
in the Holy Eucharist, through the changing of bread and wine into the body and blood of the Lord, she 
rejoices in this presence with unique intensity. Ever since Pentecost, when the Church, the People of the 
New Covenant, began her pilgrim journey towards her heavenly homeland, the Divine Sacrament has 
continued to mark the passing of her days, filling them with confident hope.

The Second Vatican Council rightly proclaimed that the Eucharistic sacrifice is “the source and summit of 
the Christian life.”56 “For the most holy Eucharist contains the Church’s entire spiritual wealth: Christ himself, 
our passover and living bread. Through his own flesh, now made living and life-giving by the Holy Spirit, 
he offers life to men.”57 Consequently the gaze of the Church is constantly turned to her Lord, present in the 
Sacrament of the Altar, in which she discovers the full manifestation of his boundless love.

11. “The Lord Jesus on the night he was betrayed” (1 Cor 11:23) instituted the Eucharistic Sacrifice of his body 
and his blood. The words of the Apostle Paul bring us back to the dramatic setting in which the Eucharist 
was born. The Eucharist is indelibly marked by the event of the Lord’s passion and death, of which it is not 
only a reminder but the sacramental re-presentation. It is the sacrifice of the Cross perpetuated down the 
ages.58 This truth is well expressed by the words with which the assembly in the Latin rite responds to the 
priest’s proclamation of the “Mystery of Faith”: “We announce your death, O Lord”.

The Church has received the Eucharist from Christ her Lord not as one gift – however precious – among so 
many others, but as the gift par excellence, for it is the gift of himself, of his person in his sacred humanity, as 
well as the gift of his saving work. Nor does it remain confined to the past, since “all that Christ is – all that 
he did and suffered for all men – participates in the divine eternity, and so transcends all times.”59

When the Church celebrates the Eucharist, the memorial of her Lord’s death and resurrection, this central 
event of salvation becomes really present and “the work of our redemption is carried out.”60 This sacrifice is so 
decisive for the salvation of the human race that Jesus Christ offered it and returned to the Father only after 
he had left us a means of sharing in it as if we had been present there. Each member of the faithful can thus 
take part in it and inexhaustibly gain its fruits. This is the faith from which generations of Christians down 
the ages have lived. The Church’s Magisterium has constantly reaffirmed this faith with joyful gratitude for 
its inestimable gift.61 I wish once more to recall this truth and to join you, my dear brothers and sisters, in 
adoration before this mystery: a great mystery, a mystery of mercy. What more could Jesus have done for 
us? Truly, in the Eucharist, he shows us a love which goes “to the end” (cf. Jn 13:1), a love which knows no 
measure.

56 Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen Gentium, 11.
57 Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests Presbyterorum Ordinis, 5.
58 Cf. Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium, 47: “... our Saviour instituted the Eucharistic Sacrifice of his body 

and blood, in order to perpetuate the sacrifice of the Cross throughout time, until he should return”.
59 Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1085.
60 Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen Gentium, 3.
61 Cf. Paul VI, Solemn Profession of Faith, 30 June 1968, 24: AAS 60 (1968), 442; John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Dominicae Cenae (24 February 1980), 

12: AAS 72 (1980), 142.
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15. The sacramental re-presentation of Christ’s sacrifice, crowned by the resurrection, in the Mass involves 
a most special presence which – in the words of Paul VI – “is called ‘real’ not as a way of excluding all other 
types of presence as if they were ‘not real’, but because it is a presence in the fullest sense: a substantial 
presence whereby Christ, the God-Man, is wholly and entirely present.”62 This sets forth once more the 
perennially valid teaching of the Council of Trent: “the consecration of the bread and wine effects the 
change of the whole substance of the bread into the substance of the body of Christ our Lord, and of the 
whole substance of the wine into the substance of his blood. And the holy Catholic Church has fittingly and 
properly called this change transubstantiation.”63 Truly the Eucharist is a mysterium fidei, a mystery which 
surpasses our understanding and can only be received in faith, as is often brought out in the catechesis of 
the Church Fathers regarding this divine sacrament: ”Do not see – Saint Cyril of Jerusalem exhorts – in the 
bread and wine merely natural elements, because the Lord has expressly said that they are his body and his 
blood: faith assures you of this, though your senses suggest otherwise.”64

Adoro te devote, latens Deitas, we shall continue to sing with the Angelic Doctor. Before this mystery of love, 
human reason fully experiences its limitations. One understands how, down the centuries, this truth has 
stimulated theology to strive to understand it ever more deeply.

These are praiseworthy efforts, which are all the more helpful and insightful to the extent that they are 
able to join critical thinking to the “living faith” of the Church, as grasped especially by the Magisterium’s 
“sure charism of truth” and the “intimate sense of spiritual realities”65 which is attained above all by the 
saints. There remains the boundary indicated by Paul VI: “Every theological explanation which seeks some 
understanding of this mystery, in order to be in accord with Catholic faith, must firmly maintain that in 
objective reality, independently of our mind, the bread and wine have ceased to exist after the consecration, 
so that the adorable body and blood of the Lord Jesus from that moment on are really before us under the 
sacramental species of bread and wine.”66

Benedict XVI, Apostolic Exhortation Sacramentum caritatis, 22 February 2007 

51. Finally, I would like to comment briefly on the observations of the Synod Fathers regarding the dismissal 
at the end of the eucharistic celebration. After the blessing, the deacon or the priest dismisses the people 
with the words: Ite, missa est. These words help us to grasp the relationship between the Mass just celebrated 
and the mission of Christians in the world. In antiquity, missa simply meant “dismissal.” However in Christian 
usage it gradually took on a deeper meaning. The word “dismissal” has come to imply a “mission.” These 
few words succinctly express the missionary nature of the Church. The People of God might be helped to 
understand more clearly this essential dimension of the Church’s life, taking the dismissal as a starting- 
point. In this context, it might also be helpful to provide new texts, duly approved, for the prayer over the 
people and the final blessing, in order to make this connection clear.67

53. The beauty and the harmony of the liturgy find eloquent expression in the order by which everyone is 
called to participate actively. This entails an acknowledgment of the distinct hierarchical roles involved in 
the celebration. It is helpful to recall that active participation is not per se equivalent to the exercise of a 
specific ministry. The active participation of the laity does not benefit from the confusion arising from an 
inability to distinguish, within the Church’s communion, the different functions proper to each one.68There 

62 Encyclical Letter Mysterium Fidei (3 September 1965): AAS 57 (1965), 764.
63 Session XIII, Decretum de ss. Eucharistia, Chapter 4: DS 1642.
64 Mystagogical Catecheses, IV, 6: SCh 126, 138.
65 Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation Dei Verbum, 8.
66 Solemn Profession of Faith, 30 June 1968, 25: AAS 60 (1968), 442-443.
67 Cf. Propositio, no. 24.
68 Cf. Congregation for the Clergy, Instruction on Certain Questions Regarding the Collaboration of the Non-Ordained Faithful in the Ministry of 
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is a particular need for clarity with regard to the specific functions of the priest. He alone, and no other, as 
the tradition of the Church attests, presides over the entire eucharistic celebration, from the initial greeting 
to the final blessing. In virtue of his reception of Holy Orders, he represents Jesus Christ, the head of the 
Church, and, in a specific way, also the Church herself.69 Every celebration of the Eucharist, in fact, is led 
by the Bishop, “either in person or through priests who are his helpers.”70 He is helped by a deacon, who 
has specific duties during the celebration: he prepares the altar, assists the priest, proclaims the Gospel, 
preaches the homily from time to time, reads the intentions of the Prayer of the Faithful, and distributes 
the Eucharist to the faithful.71 Associated with these ministries linked to the sacrament of Holy Orders, there 
are also other ministries of liturgical service which can be carried out in a praiseworthy manner by religious 
and properly trained laity.72

55. In their consideration of the actuosa participatio of the faithful in the liturgy, the Synod Fathers also 
discussed the personal conditions required for fruitful participation on the part of individuals.73 One of 
these is certainly the spirit of constant conversion which must mark the lives of all the faithful. Active 
participation in the eucharistic liturgy can hardly be expected if one approaches it superficially, without 
an examination of his or her life. This inner disposition can be fostered, for example, by recollection and 
silence for at least a few moments before the beginning of the liturgy, by fasting and, when necessary, by 
sacramental confession. A heart reconciled to God makes genuine participation possible. The faithful need 
to be reminded that there can be no actuosa participatio in the sacred mysteries without an accompanying 
effort to participate actively in the life of the Church as a whole, including a missionary commitment to 
bring Christ’s love into the life of society.

Clearly, full participation in the Eucharist takes place when the faithful approach the altar in person to 
receive communion.74 Yet true as this is, care must be taken lest they conclude that the mere fact of their 
being present in church during the liturgy gives them a right or even an obligation to approach the table 
of the Eucharist. Even in cases where it is not possible to receive sacramental communion, participation 
at Mass remains necessary, important, meaningful and fruitful. In such circumstances it is beneficial to 
cultivate a desire for full union with Christ through the practice of spiritual communion, praised by Pope 
John Paul II75 and recommended by saints who were masters of the spiritual life.76

70. The Lord Jesus, who became for us the food of truth and love, speaks of the gift of his life and assures 
us that “if any one eats of this bread, he will live for ever” (Jn 6:51). This “eternal life” begins in us even now, 
thanks to the transformation effected in us by the gift of the Eucharist: “He who eats me will live because of 
me.” (Jn 6:57). These words of Jesus make us realize how the mystery “believed” and “celebrated” contains 
an innate power making it the principle of new life within us and the form of our Christian existence. By 
receiving the body and blood of Jesus Christ we become sharers in the divine life in an ever more adult and 

Priests Ecclesiae de Mysterio (15 August 1997): AAS 89 (1997), 852-877.
69 Cf. Propositio 33.
70 General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 92.
71 Cf. ibid., 94.
72 Cf. Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity Apostolicam Actuositatem, 24; General Instruction of the Roman 

Missal, 95-111; Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, Instruction Redemptionis Sacramentum (25 March 2004), 
43-47: AAS 96 (2004), 564-566; Propositio 33: “These ministries must be introduced in accordance with a specific mandate and in accordance 
with the real needs of the celebrating community. Those entrusted with these liturgical services must be chosen with care, well prepared, and 
provided with ongoing formation. Their appointment must be for a limited term. They must be known to the community and be gratefully 
acknowledged by the community.”

73 Cf. Propositio 35; Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium, 11.
74 Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1388; Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium, 55.
75 Cf. Encyclical Letter Ecclesia de Eucharistia (17 April 2003), 34: AAS 95 (2003), 456.
76 See, for example, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, III, q. LXXX, a. 1, 2; Saint Teresa of Jesus, The Way of Perfection, Chapter 35. The 

doctrine was authoritatively confirmed by the Council of Trent, Session XIII, c. VIII.
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conscious way. Here too, we can apply Saint Augustine’s words, in his Confessions, about the eternal Logos 
as the food of our souls. Stressing the mysterious nature of this food, Augustine imagines the Lord saying 
to him: “I am the food of grown men; grow, and you shall feed upon me; nor shall you change me, like the 
food of your flesh, into yourself, but you shall be changed into me.”77 It is not the eucharistic food that is 
changed into us, but rather we who are mysteriously transformed by it. Christ nourishes us by uniting us to 
himself; “he draws us into himself.”78

Here the eucharistic celebration appears in all its power as the source and summit of the Church’s life, 
since it expresses at once both the origin and the fulfilment of the new and definitive worship of God, the 
logiké latreía.79 Saint Paul’s exhortation to the Romans in this regard is a concise description of how the 
Eucharist makes our whole life a spiritual worship pleasing to God: “I appeal to you therefore, my brothers, 
by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is 
your spiritual worship” (Rom 12:1). In these words the new worship appears as a total self-offering made in 
communion with the whole Church. The Apostle’s insistence on the offering of our bodies emphasizes the 
concrete human reality of a worship which is anything but disincarnate. The Bishop of Hippo goes on to say 
that “this is the sacrifice of Christians: that we, though many, are one body in Christ. The Church celebrates 
this mystery in the sacrament of the altar, as the faithful know, and there she shows them clearly that in 
what is offered, she herself is offered.”80 Catholic doctrine, in fact, affirms that the Eucharist, as the sacrifice 
of Christ, is also the sacrifice of the Church, and thus of all the faithful.81 This insistence on sacrifice – a 
“making sacred” – expresses all the existential depth implied in the transformation of our human reality as 
taken up by Christ (cf. Phil 3:12).

71. Christianity’s new worship includes and transfigures every aspect of life: “Whether you eat or drink, or 
whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor 10:31). Christians, in all their actions, are called to offer 
true worship to God. Here the intrinsically eucharistic nature of Christian life begins to take shape. The 
Eucharist, since it embraces the concrete, everyday existence of the believer, makes possible, day by day, 
the progressive transfiguration of all those called by grace to reflect the image of the Son of God (cf. Rom 
8:29ff.). There is nothing authentically human – our thoughts and affections, our words and deeds – that 
does not find in the sacrament of the Eucharist the form it needs to be lived to the full. Here we can see the 
full human import of the radical newness brought by Christ in the Eucharist: the worship of God in our lives 
cannot be relegated to something private and individual, but tends by its nature to permeate every aspect 
of our existence. Worship pleasing to God thus becomes a new way of living our whole life, each particular 
moment of which is lifted up, since it is lived as part of a relationship with Christ and as an offering to God. 
The glory of God is the living man (cf. 1 Cor 10:31). And the life of man is the vision of God.82

Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter Spe salvi, 30 November 2007

26. It is not science that redeems man: man is redeemed by love. This applies even in terms of this present 
world. When someone has the experience of a great love in his life, this is a moment of “redemption” which 
gives a new meaning to his life. But soon he will also realize that the love bestowed upon him cannot 
by itself resolve the question of his life. It is a love that remains fragile. It can be destroyed by death. The 
human being needs unconditional love. He needs the certainty which makes him say: “neither death, nor 

77 VII, 10, 16: PL 32, 742.
78 Benedict XVI, Homily at Marienfeld Esplanade (21 August 2005): AAS 97 (2005), 892; cf. Homily for the Vigil of Pentecost (3 June 2006): AAS 98 

(2006), 505.
79 Cf. Relatio post disceptationem, 6, 47: L’Osservatore Romano, 14 October 2005, pp. 5-6; Propositio 43.
80 De Civitate Dei, X, 6: PL 41, 284.
81 Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1368.
82 Cf. Saint Irenaeus, Adv. Haer., IV, 20, 7: PG 7, 1037.
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life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” 
(Rom 8:38- 39). If this absolute love exists, with its absolute certainty, then—only then—is man “redeemed”, 
whatever should happen to him in his particular circumstances. This is what it means to say: Jesus Christ 
has “redeemed” us. Through him we have become certain of God, a God who is not a remote “first cause” of 
the world, because his only-begotten Son has become man and of him everyone can say:”I live by faith in 
the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20).

27. In this sense it is true that anyone who does not know God, even though he may entertain all kinds of 
hopes, is ultimately without hope, without the great hope that sustains the whole of life (cf. Eph 2:12). Man’s 
great, true hope which holds firm in spite of all disappointments can only be God—God who has loved us 
and who continues to love us “to the end,” until all “is accomplished” (cf. Jn 13:1 and 19:30). Whoever is 
moved by love begins to perceive what “life” really is. He begins to perceive the meaning of the word of 
hope that we encountered in the Baptismal Rite: from faith I await “eternal life”—the true life which, whole 
and unthreatened, in all its fullness, is simply life. Jesus, who said that he had come so that we might have 
life and have it in its fullness, in abundance (cf. Jn 10:10), has also explained to us what “life” means: “this is 
eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (Jn 17:3). Life in 
its true sense is not something we have exclusively in or from ourselves: it is a relationship. And life in its 
totality is a relationship with him who is the source of life. If we are in relation with him who does not die, 
who is Life itself and Love itself, then we are in life. Then we “live”.

Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, General 
Instruction of the Roman Missal, 20 April 2000. English translation, ICEL, 2010.

CHAPTER III

DUTIES AND MINISTRIES IN THE MASS

91. The Eucharistic celebration is an action of Christ and the Church, that is, of the holy people united and 
ordered under the Bishop. It therefore pertains to the whole Body of the Church, manifests it, and affects it. 
It also concerns the individual members of the Church in different ways, according to their different orders, 
offices, and actual participation.83 In this way, the Christian people, “a chosen race, a royal Priesthood, a 
holy nation, a people set apart,” expresses its coherent and hierarchical ordering.84 Therefore all, whether 
ordained ministers or lay Christian faithful, in exercising their office or ministry, should do all and only what 
belongs to them.85

I. THE DUTIES OF THE ORDAINED

92. Every legitimate celebration of the Eucharist is directed by the Bishop, either in person or through 
Priests, who are his helpers.86

Whenever the Bishop is present at a Mass where the people are gathered, it is most fitting that he himself 
celebrate the Eucharist and associate Priests with himself as concelebrants in the sacred action. This is done 
not to add external solemnity to the rite, but to express in a clearer light the mystery of the Church, “the 
sacrament of unity.”87

83 Cf. SC, no. 26.
84 Cf. SC, no. 14.
85 Cf. SC, no. 28.
86 Cf. LG, nos. 26, 28; SC, no. 42.
87 Cf. SC, no. 26.
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If, however, the Bishop does not celebrate the Eucharist but has assigned someone else to do this, it is 
appropriate that he should preside at the Liturgy of the Word, wearing the pectoral cross, stole, and cope 
over the alb, and that he give the Blessing at the end of Mass.88

93.A Priest also, who possesses within the Church the sacred power of Order to offer sacrifice in the person of 
Christ,89 stands at the head of the faithful people gathered here and now, presides at their prayer, proclaims 
the message of salvation to them, joins the people to himself in offering sacrifice to God the Father through 
Christ in the Spirit, gives his brothers and sisters the bread of eternal life, and partakes of it with them. 
Therefore, when he celebrates the Eucharist, he must serve God and the people with dignity and humility, 
and by his bearing and his manner of speaking the divine words he must convey to the faithful the living 
presence of Christ.

94. After the Priest, the Deacon, in virtue of the sacred Ordination he has received, holds first place among 
those who minister in the Eucharistic celebration. For the sacred Order of the Diaconate has been held in 
high honor in the Church from the earliest apostolic times.90 At Mass the Deacon has his own functions 
of proclaiming the Gospel and sometimes preaching the Word of God, announcing the intentions of the 
Universal Prayer, ministering to the Priest, preparing the altar and serving at the celebration of the Sacrifice, 
distributing the Eucharist to the faithful, especially under the species of wine, and sometimes directing the 
people‘s gestures and posture.

II. THE DUTIES OF THE PEOPLE OF GOD

95. In the celebration of Mass the faithful form a holy people, a people set apart and a royal Priesthood 
to give thanks to God and to offer the spotless Victim not only through the hands of the Priest but also 
together with him and to learn to offer themselves.91 They should, moreover, endeavor to make this clear 
by their deep religious sense and by their charity toward brothers and sisters who take part with them in 
the same celebration.

Thus, they are to shun any appearance of individualism or division, keeping before their eyes that they have 
a single Father in heaven and accordingly are all brothers and sisters to each other.

96. Indeed, they form one body, whether in hearing the Word of God, or taking their part in the prayers and 
singing, or above all in the common offering of sacrifice and in common participation at the Lord‘s table. 
This unity is beautifully apparent from the gestures and postures observed in common by the faithful.

97. Furthermore, the faithful should not refuse to serve the People of God gladly whenever they are asked 
to perform some particular ministry or function in the celebration. 

III. PARTICULAR MINISTRIES

The Ministry of the Instituted Acolyte and Reader

98. The acolyte is instituted for service at the altar and to assist the Priest and Deacon. His particular function 
is to prepare the altar and the sacred vessels and, if it is necessary, to distribute to the faithful the Eucharist, 
of which he is an extraordinary minister.92

88 Cf. Ceremonial of Bishops, editio typica, 1984 (hereafter, CB), nos. 175-186.
89 Cf. LG, no. 28; PO, no. 2.
90 Cf. Paul VI, Apostolic Letter Sacrum diaconatus Ordinem, 18 June 1967: AAS 59 (1967), pp. 697-704; The Roman Pontifical, Rites of Ordination of 

a Bishop, of Priests, and of Deacons, editio typica altera, 1989, no. 173.
91 Cf. SC, no. 48; EuchMyst, no. 12: AAS 59 (1967), pp. 548-549.
92 Cf. CIC, can. 910 § 2; cf. also EDM, art. 8: AAS 89 (1997), p. 871.
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In the ministry of the altar, the acolyte has his own functions (cf. nos. 187-193), which he himself must 
perform.

99. The reader is instituted to proclaim the readings from Sacred Scripture, except the Gospel. He may also 
announce the intentions for the Universal Prayer and, in the absence of a psalmist, proclaim the psalm 
between the readings.

In the Eucharistic celebration, a reader has his own proper office (cf. nos. 194-198), which he himself must 
perform.

Other Duties

100. In the absence of an instituted acolyte, lay ministers may be deputed to serve at the altar and assist 
the Priest and Deacon by carrying the cross, candles, thurible, bread, wine and water, and also by being 
commissioned to distribute Holy Communion as extraordinary ministers.93

101. In the absence of an instituted reader, other lay people should be commissioned to proclaim the 
readings from Sacred Scripture. They should be truly suitable and carefully prepared to perform this 
function, so that the faithful will develop in their hearts a sweet and living affection for Sacred Scripture94 
by listening to the divine readings.

102. The psalmist‘s role is to proclaim the psalm or other biblical canticle that comes between the readings. 
To fulfill this function correctly, it is necessary that the psalmist be capable of singing and have facility in 
correct pronunciation and diction.

103. The schola cantorum or choir exercises its own liturgical function among the faithful. They must take 
care to perform correctly the parts that belong to them, according to the different musical genres, and 
to promote the active participation of the faithful in the singing.95 What is said about the choir also holds 
good as appropriate for other musicians, especially the organist.

104. It is fitting that there be a cantor or a choir director to lead and sustain the singing of the people. When 
there is no choir, it is for the cantor to lead the different chants, and for the people to take part in the way 
proper to them.96

105. The following also exercise a liturgical function:

a) The sacristan, who carefully arranges the liturgical books, the vestments and the other articles that 
are necessary in the celebration of Mass.

b) The commentator, who gives the faithful brief explanations and instructions when appropriate, in 
order to introduce them to the celebration and help them understand it better. The commentator‘s 
remarks must be carefully prepared, clear and restrained. In performing his function, the commentator 
stands in an appropriate place near the faithful, but not at the ambo.

c) Those who take up collections in the church.

d) Those who, in some places, meet the faithful at the church entrance, lead them to appropriate 
places, and direct their processions.

93 Cf. IC, no. 1: AAS 65 (1973), pp. 265-266; CIC, can. 230 § 3.
94 Cf. SC, no. 24.
95 Cf. MS, no. 19: AAS 59 (1967), p. 306.
96 Cf. MS, no. 21: AAS 59 (1967), pp. 306-307.
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106. At least in cathedrals and in larger churches, it is desirable to have a competent minister or master 
of ceremonies, who oversees the proper planning of sacred actions and their performance by the sacred 
ministers and the lay faithful with decorum, order, and devotion.

107. The liturgical functions that are not proper to the Priest or the Deacon and are listed above (nos. 100-
106) may also be entrusted by a liturgical blessing or a temporary deputation to suitable lay people chosen 
by the pastor or rector of the church.97 With regard to the office of those who serve the Priest at the altar, 
the norms established by the Bishop for his diocese should be observed.

IV. THE DISTRIBUTION OF FUNCTIONS AND THE PREPARATION OF THE CELEBRATION

108. One and the same Priest Celebrant must always exercise the presidential office in all of its parts, except 
those that are proper to a Mass at which the Bishop is present (cf. above no. 92).

109. If there are several persons present who are able to exercise the same ministry, nothing forbids their 
distributing among themselves and performing different parts of the same ministry or duty. For example, 
one Deacon may be assigned to take the sung parts, another to serve at the altar; if there are several 
readings, it is good to distribute them among a number of readers. and the same applies to the other 
ministries. But it is not at all appropriate that several persons divide a single element of the celebration 
among themselves, for example, that the same reading be proclaimed by two readers, one after the other, 
except in the case of the Passion of the Lord.

110. If only one minister is present at a Mass with the people, that minister should exercise several functions.

111. All concerned should work in harmony and with diligence in the effective preparation of each liturgical 
celebration in accord with the Missal and other liturgical books as to its rites, pastoral aspects, and music, 
under the direction of the rector of the church and after consultation with the faithful about things that 
directly concern them. But the Priest who presides at the celebration always retains the right of deciding 
matters that concern him.98

97 Cf. Pontifical Commission for interpreting legal texts, response to dubium regarding can. 230 § 2: AAS 86 (1994), p. 541.
98 Cf. SC, no. 22.


